Oncology nursing is a long-established specialty in the practice of professional nursing. The paradigm shift to a more holistic perspective in health care is affecting not only the delivery of care but also the beliefs and value of nurses who work with people experiencing cancer. This article will examine the role of holistic theory and complementary therapies as innovations in nursing education and nursing practice. Suggestions for assessing and planning for an integrative approach to intervention will be discussed. Outcomes from a senior nursing student survey concerning the integration of holistic nursing and complementary therapies will be described. The future offers many challenges for professional nursing as a major player in today's health care system.
I have been working with people with cancer and teaching nursing students about the care of such patients for many years. I have been with many friends and family members as they struggle with the lifechanging experience of a cancer diagnosis. All of the lessons I have learned over the years came together in a unique and powerful way when one of my dearest friends, Diane Manahan, was diagnosed with breast cancer. Diane taught nursing for many years at the University of Minnesota-Mankato, and we shared a common view of the importance of a holistic approach to nursing practice that included the use of complementary therapies to facilitate healing.
Diane and I attended the Comprehensive Cancer Care Conference in 2000 several years after her diagnosis. She had asked me to be her healing-touch provider, and this honor allowed us the time and space to explore our vision of a new way of being for nurses. We were convinced that holistic nursing required a major shift in the consciousness and intention of nurses and that the principles of holistic nursing are best introduced at the level of nursing student.
Diane died with dignity, surrounded by loving friends and family, after living deeply and creatively with cancer for several years. She lived her life with quality and purpose, and she surrounded herself with people who would help her do just that. She says it well in a poem she wrote during her illness:
My intention is to Live out in full color Live with passion, Ignite ideas, laughter, wonder, and kindness Spreading hope in times of darkness, I know that human nature is noble, Tender, longing and striving. We are all connected.
-Diane Manahan, 2000
Diane taught us about letting go of the outcomes but maintaining hope-no matter the outcome. As a healing-touch practitioner, I know that my intention must be clearly set for the highest good-whatever that "good" may be. This is such a difficult thing to do when one wishes earnestly for a cure, a remission, more time on this planet. In the depth of our discussions of spirituality, faith, and "the other side," Diane's hope was much akin to that of Czech playwright Vaclacv Havel who claimed that hope was very different from optimism. Instead of believing that something would turn out well, hope is an assertion that something makes sense, no matter how it turns out. Diane's life, and even its end, made sense to her. Much of what I share here comes from our long discussions together as well as from the presentations we have given together. Let us begin by exploring the implications of a paradigm shift (often referred to as integrative care, holistic health, mind-body healing, etc.) in health care today, the effect it is having on nursing practice, and the challenge it presents to nursing education.
Paradigms and Paradigm Shifts in Today's Health Care System
A defining characteristic of any profession is the perspective its members bring to the problems they face. This is what Kuhn 1 called "paradigm consensus": a set of guidelines that identify appropriate work for a field and the methods whereby knowledge can be applied to scholarly and practical problem solving. A paradigm shift is a distinctly new way of looking at old problems. Conflicting observations and experiences shake the firm hold of the familiar, and powerful new insights arise to explain apparent contradictions. A more comprehensive perspective comes to the forefront and transforms traditional knowledge and its conflicting observations and experiences, reconciling their apparent contradictions. This new framework often predicts more accurately and opens doors for new exploration. It also invites and nudges us toward a new way of being.
Today's health care system is an arena that is being affected by a paradigm shift. The traditional scientific medical model has been the ruling paradigm for many generations. In recent years, a new paradigm has come forward, a holistic viewpoint that has captured the attention of many researchers and practitioners. Its definitions of the nature of disease and the healing arts have resulted in major changes in the practice of various health professionals and unanticipated results among the client population. This new paradigm, labeled by many as the holistic paradigm of health, is a major innovation in today's rapidly changing health care system. It responds to a variety of physical, psychological, social, environmental, and spiritual needs as well as philosophical issues among practitioners and clients alike. The influence of the shift from the traditional medical paradigm to one based on holism has important implications for the practice of professional nursing within the health care system.
As members of an emerging profession, nurses are struggling to define their particular body of knowledge as well as their realm and scope of practice. Because of their early alignment with medicine, nurses have typically adhered to the ruling scientific paradigm. Although the focus of nursing is on the whole person and his or her response to actual or potential health problems, many contend that the practice of nursing is still directed by medical orders and institutional policy.
In my doctoral dissertation at the University of Minnesota, I explored the holistic paradigm of health and identified, through a bibliometric analysis of nursing journals, several characteristics of the manifestation of this paradigm in nursing practice. 2 These characteristics have become guiding principles in the emergence of holistic nursing practice.
The first, and I believe the most important, principle identified in the nursing literature is that the holistic paradigm of health is a philosophy of care, a way of being. It is a manifestation of one's perspective and intention, rather than a method, modality, or activity that one might engage in. No matter what skills or tasks are required, the salient dimension is ones approach-how skills and tasks are done, not what is done. The importance of presence, intention, intuition, and caring is considered in every interaction with those needing nursing intervention.
The second principle is that the focus of nursing intervention is on the balance and harmony of the whole person actively participating in the process of self-healing. We all know there are many factors involved in the development of cancer and other conditions. The holistic paradigm goes beyond the molecular theory of disease causation (germs, viruses, cell dysfunction, etc.) to a focus on the factors that allow these organisms to take hold-that cause the defense systems in our bodies to not work so well. By investigating those aspects of the whole body-mind-spirit that may be facilitating disease, individuals actively participate in their own care; they begin to actively choose what will help in their healing process. There are many therapies, modalities, and supplements available, and when used along with necessary drugs, surgery, or radiation, they can empower a person to enhance the healing process.
Healing is a very different concept from curing; it has much more to do with the quality of one's life than the quantity. To me, healing is the process of expanding awareness-opening one's eyes to the unknown, deepening one's relationships, rededicating one's life to what one loves and cares about, participating fully on one's behalf, connecting with others on the journey, and finding meaning, purpose, joy, and adventure along the way. It is the individual himself or herself who does the healing, and the process of healing can be facilitated, supported, and encouraged by the wide variety of complementary modalities available.
A third principle guiding holistic nursing practice is that illness is an opportunity for growth and expanding consciousness. Dr. Rachel Naomi Remen reminded us, Illness may be seen as the Western form of meditation. In the West, where the meditative tradition is not strong and people are not in the habit of stopping periodically to become quiet and reevaluate their lives, an illness stops a person so he can step back and have an opportunity to take stock of what is important to him. 3 This may also be said of those of us with gray hair, wrinkles, and lots of life experiences. We, too, are getting the idea that one needs to "live one day at a time," as Mom used to say, and "make it a masterpiece." With every life-threatening illness comes a gift of forcing a person to seek a sense of purpose, to ask the relevant life questions and to search for greater awareness and mindfulness. Margaret Newman 4 wrote about illness being part of one's wholeness and not a separate entity. "Health is expanding consciousness," she says, and illness often facilitates that expansion.
The fourth principle speaks to the relationship between the patient and the health professional as an integral factor in healing. When we interact from a genuine and centered place, we become aware of our interconnectedness. Each interaction with a person is filled with the potential for growth, understanding, and touching one another in a deep and significant way. It is the quality of these relationships that often prevents burnout; it is the depth of our connection with one another that lifts our spirits and helps us heal. Caring defines the very essence of this relationship for nursing.
Because relationships are a critical factor in the healing process and because each person is responsible for his or her own healing, treatment modalities and interventions need to be individualized, accepted, and supported by both the patient and the health care professional.
Complementary therapies offer an arena for supportive relationships and the learning of skills that help patients actively participate in their own healing process.
These four major characteristics of the holistic paradigm in nursing have not changed but have grown richer, more inclusive. They are deeply imbedded in the views of nursing's most respected theorists. 5 As the paradigm shifts within today's health care system, we are seeing the following changes:
• greater interest on the part of those we serve. As interested persons begin to see results, read about evidence, and experience benefits, they begin to cause a greater demand for a variety of treatments, modalities, information, and skills. People begin to explore their options; they want choice and they want to participate in their own healing process. As participation increases, society begins to see • greater acceptance of not only the variety of complementary therapies available but also the opportunity for active participation. As patients become more active in their own healing process, the situation calls for • greater responsibility on the part of all health care professionals. It is the specific responsibility of nursing to "diagnose and treat human responses to actual or potential health problems." 6 Nurses need to know what to assess in their patients, how to assess in a nonjudgmental and sensitive manner, and how to respond to questions with • greater accountability because nurses are a trusted and knowledgeable resource. Nurses in practice today must have a deep respect for each client/patient they serve, a sincere desire to be fully present with that person during each encounter, and a working knowledge of a variety of complementary therapies and the resources needed to expand on that knowledge as needed.
As evidence for the efficacy and effectiveness of complementary modalities increases, the demand for knowledge and resources will become greater, and patient satisfaction and compliance will depend on how well this demand is met.
Nursing's New Role
So then, what is this new role of nursing that I am proposing? It really is getting back to our roots-what Florence Nightingale spoke of so eloquently more than a century ago-"to put a patient in the best condition for nature to act upon him." Dossey states that Nightingale would have described nursing as "a lifelong journey toward harmony and balance-remembering what has been forgotten about connection, unity, interdependence among all things living and nonliving." 7 Perhaps one could argue that this role is not new, it is only perceived as new because our profession has moved away from some of the principles and values that we held dear not so long ago. Nursing may well be returning to the roots of the profession established in Nightingale's era, but we still need to identify, yet again, important principles to guide our practice. Table 1 provides a possible structure for nurses and nursing students to integrate the principles of holistic nursing into their practice. These five steps are necessary to promote a comprehensive assessment for the patient to determine an individualized plan of care as well as ensure the safe interaction of complementary and alternative medicine and conventional medical treatment, an increasing concern for physicians.
Holistic Nursing Practice Today
Although holistic nursing practice is considered a philosophy of caring, it also embraces the provision of a variety of complementary therapies as a means of operationalizing the caring process. Nurses are learning about, providing, and teaching complementary therapies such as healing touch, reflexology, massage, imagery, relaxation techniques, visualization, acupressure, aromatherapy, and the like. Content about complementary health and healing is being included in the curriculum of nursing students, and some of them integrate experiential learning as well. According to several authors, the inclusion of content and experience in complementary care is an important future goal for nursing education. [8] [9] [10] [11] [12] In the Minnesota Intercollegiate Nursing Consortium, a program combining nursing students at Gustavus Adolphus College and St. Olaf College, the integration of holistic nursing and a variety of complementary therapies into the curriculum took place in 1991. All faculty members believe in a holistic approach to nursing care, and several are practitioners of complementary therapies. My personal commitment to healing touch started in the middle 1970s, and I have used this modality as an expression of compassion and caring primarily with persons experiencing cancer. Our nursing students have had the opportunity to observe and receive a variety of complementary therapies.
To examine and document the outcomes of our curriculum regarding holistic nursing and complementary therapies, we created a survey to be administered right before graduation from our program. The objective of the survey was to identify the perceptions, cognitions, and emotions that students describe as representative of holistic nursing. We felt the survey would provide information to the Minnesota Intercollegiate Nursing Consortium faculty regarding a rather elusive quality, disposition, or capability that reflects holistic nursing. It is difficult for even the most wise and reflective among us to describe the many attributes of holistic nursing; therefore, it was felt that the results of this survey would give us some indication of what nursing students see as the important dimensions learned in our program.
We have 5 years of data, and our students have overwhelmingly stated that 1. they felt the concepts of holistic nursing were extremely important, and 2. learning some modalities was a significant part of their learning experience.
The majority of students wanted to pursue more education on complementary therapies after graduation.
We asked students about meaningful experiences with their patients and were rewarded with many comments about how the use of caring touch can make such a difference to the relationship between nurse and patient, such as the following: I will never forget my first day with Mike-was I scared! There he was, only 41 years old with two small children, dealing with advanced cancer. What could I possibly do for him? I decided to try a foot massage and explained to him that I had this nursing instructor who thought a foot massage was the neatest thing. He grudgingly agreed to have one and stuck his foot out of the covers. What a beautiful experience! He began telling me about his life, his kids, his wife, his feelings-and how much it meant to him to have me persevere with my offer. After that day, he wanted a nursing student to care for him every day he was there-and we did. He felt our love and our care, and that made such a difference! We asked students how they felt about learning principles of holistic nursing and read responses such as, "This is a huge strength of our program," "This has greatly affected the way I care for patients," "A holistic approach is of utmost importance," and "I will carry it with me always." Not one student felt it was not worthwhile, and we, as faculty, feel that we are on the right track.
Where Do We Go From Here?
The challenge is to redefine nursing beyond the "thinking-doing" of biophysical technical interventions to embrace the art of "being" that is grounded in the sacred work of nursing as a caring healing art. Florence Nightingale reminded us, Nursing is an art; and if it is to be made an art, it requires as exclusive a devotion, as hard a preparation, as any painter's or sculptor's work; for what is the having to do with dead canvas or cold marble, compared with having to do with the living body-the temple of God's spirit? It is one of the fine arts; I had almost said the finest of the fine arts. 7 I do believe we are bringing a new way of being into nursing education and practice. Certainly, a nurse skilled in procedures, collaboration, teamwork, and advocacy as well as one who is genuine, caring, present, mindful, and centered will be a powerful entity in guiding innovative change within today's health care system. Workshops, conferences, certification opportunities, and institutions whose mission statements include the concepts of integrative care will help facilitate the paradigm shift. Nursing education curricula that embrace the concepts of holistic nursing will ensure that a new role and new way of being will manifest for nurses and support improved health care and health for individuals, families, and communities.
